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INTRODUCTION
Campus-wide initiatives provide opportunities for
libraries to work with faculty and administrators to advance
student learning goals. In the southern United States, the
regional accrediting organization Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools requires each higher education institution
to develop a Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) as part of the
reaffirmation process every ten years. The parameters of the
QEP topic are flexible, but the theme must pinpoint issues that
affect student learning and develop a plan to address them
(Southern Association of Colleges and Schools [SACS], 2012).
An appropriate initiative must involve a variety of campus
constituencies and explain how it will be implemented,
completed and assessed.
Murray State University (MSU), a public, four-year
master’s level institution, recently developed a QEP centered
on experiential learning. Experiential learning can be defined in
numerous ways, but MSU approached it as “a pedagogy that
actively engages the student in the phenomena that they are
studying. . . [It] engages students in a deliberate process of
hands-on problem solving and critical thinking” (Montrose,
2002).
This article will discuss a case study in which an
academic library took a prominent role in the development and
implementation of an institutional QEP focused on experiential
learning.

BACKGROUND
MSU successfully completed reaffirmation in 2014.
Developing the QEP that was part of that process began in 2011,
with the Dean of University Libraries serving as one of two
project co-chairs. Based on institutional assessment data and an
environmental study that included feedback from external

partners, a selection committee of students, faculty and staff
overwhelmingly chose experiential learning as the topic. The
plan aimed to allow “students [to] apply principles learned in
the classroom in a real-world setting” and provide faculty with
“professional development opportunities related to … problemsolving, critical/creative thinking, and integrative learning”
(Murray & Pervine, 2014, p. 7). The learning experiences were
selected from Kuh’s high-impact educational practices (HIPs)
that have been shown to increase student learning, engagement
and retention (Kuh, 2008). The practices are:
•

Capstone courses and projects

•

Collaborative assignments and projects

•

Common intellectual experiences

•

Diversity/global learning

•

First-year seminars and experiences

•

Internships

•

Learning communities

•

Service learning and community-based learning

•

Undergraduate research

•

Writing intensive courses (Kuh, 2008)

MSU’s plan, titled Bring Learning to Life, chose to
emphasize five of Kuh’s practices: service learning,
undergraduate research, internships/co-ops, diversity/global
learning (through study abroad), and embedded course or cocurricular projects (Murray & Pervine, 2014).
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Several libraries have shared their strategies for
integrating with QEPs, particularly those with topics focused
wholly or partially on information literacy or critical thinking
(Beile, 2007; Bryan, 2014; Detmering & Johnson, 2011; Millet,
2010). Harris (2013) did a comprehensive study and found 18
QEPs from 2007-2011 that had information literacy as their
primary goals, with 58 incorporating it as a secondary goal.
One library published specifically about its role in an
experiential learning QEP. York, Groves and Black (2010)
reported that Middle Tennessee State University’s James E.
Walker Library partnered with classes in diverse majors to
provide hands-on experiences for students that also benefited
the libraries: art students participated in a public awareness
project using waste paper from the library; anthropology
students conducted focus groups about how students use the
library and its resources to complete assignments; and
marketing students conducted an extensive student survey
about possible additions or alterations to the library’s facility
and services. In addition, the library created a student advisory
board through a for-credit course taught by a librarian. The
authors recommended that libraries “actively seek out
experiential learning partnerships on campus. Not only are there
quantifiable benefits for both parties—the library gets free help
on projects and students get real-life experience and often
grades—but it also strengthens the library's role as a holistic
learning place” (p. 201).
Because MSU defined experiential learning as
consisting of certain high-impact practices, the authors
examined the role of those practices in libraries. Riehle and
Weiner (2013) studied the library literature from 1999-2010 to
see how selected high-impact practices integrated information
literacy competencies. Riehle and Weiner focused their
research on capstone experiences, learning communities,
service learning and community-based research, undergraduate
research, and writing-intensive courses. They recommend that
librarians collaborate with other campus stakeholders to
achieve and assess students’ information literacy. The libraries
at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG)
reported on its significant role in supporting an institutional
Strategic Plan that focused on high-impact practices (University
Libraries at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro,
2013). UNCG accentuated the libraries’ integration into firstyear seminars and experiences through a dedicated FYE
librarian, through collaboration with campus learning
communities, and through liaison librarian support that
enhanced writing intensive and capstone courses. As UNCG’s
experience showed, libraries are encouraged “to demonstrate
our value and impact [by mapping usage] statistics in order to
link to the successful educational practices on our campuses”
(Crowe, 2015, p. 448). Murray (2014) studied library
deans/directors and how they perceived the role of their units in
student retention, particularly through Kuh’s high-impact
practices. He recommended that library leaders should
intentionally target library instruction in high-impact activities,
develop metrics to correlate common library services with
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retention and tailor those metrics to specific practices, and then
share those findings with university leadership.
Additional articles examining how libraries have
embraced service learning, undergraduate research, internships,
study abroad and capstone courses are available at
http://tinyurl.com/HIPSlib.

HOW HAS THE LIBRARY ADAPTED?
The Dean of Libraries’ prominent position on the
planning committee ensured that the libraries’ were represented
in various facets of the QEP process from selection to
development to implementation. For example, one librarian
served on the topic selection committee; another was chosen as
a Collegiate Ambassador for the QEP Advisory Committee.
This ambassadorship provided insight into the type of
experience-rich activities (ERAs) being designated in each
major, a voice in the selection of faculty/staff mini-grants and
professional development fellowships, and the opportunity to
review student feedback gathered through reflections. In
addition, funds were provided to purchase library materials that
discussed pedagogy, current research and best practices in the
five high-impact areas that the university emphasized.
An additional perk of the dean’s position as QEP cochair was gaining access to data and processes that the libraries
normally would not have seen, including tier structures, value
rubrics, and syllabi. That knowledge was used to map the ways
the libraries could support the QEP such as helping students
gain experience, integrating information literacy instruction,
and providing outreach to the campus community.
Helping Students Gain Experience
In order to support our QEP, we evaluated our current
library practices to see what was being done and where we
could implement or support experiential learning. The
University Libraries at Murray State University include three
buildings with four distinct service points—Waterfield Library
(a traditional academic library), Overby Law Library, Pogue
Library (a special collections / archival library) and the Wrather
Museum of Western Kentucky History.
Pogue Library had the widest array of experiential
learning among the service points. For the last three years, it has
provided an internship experience for history majors. These are
typically undergraduate students who are considering an
advanced degree in archival studies, museum studies or public
history. These students work between 100-300 hours per
semester and often participate in specialized projects such as
conducting oral histories or digitizing print collections.
Pogue also has hosted directed studies that provided
real-life applications of knowledge for undergraduate students
in mass communications and in English. The mass
communication student worked with a specialized collection of
vintage science fiction magazines. Her project was to create a
marketing plan to make the public more aware of this collection
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that is housed out of the sight of the average visitor. Lastly,
Pogue Library is home to the Jesse Stuart Collection. This
collection comprises handwritten manuscripts, correspondence,
scrapbooks, etc. In Fall 2014, an English major wrote a
biography of Stuart for use in the finding aid for this collection.
In Spring 2014, the University Libraries acted as the
client for the capstone public relations course, Advanced Public
Relations. Students created their own mini PR agencies that
were tasked with creating a plan book and communication
campaign for the libraries. The campaign also engaged students
from capstone courses in Advertising and Television
Production to develop commercials and advertising plans. Four
PR teams ultimately presented their plan books to a panel of
library employees, and we provided feedback on their final
products. Elements of the campaigns were worked into the
libraries’ 2014-15 marketing and social media campaigns.
In Spring 2015, the University Libraries offered an
internship for a non-profit leadership studies student. His
interest centered on library services for students on the autism
spectrum. He researched the library and education literature for
best practices and observed at Waterfield Library’s information
desk and an area public library. He then presented his
recommendations to library faculty and staff and developed a
Library Guide of resources for students, faculty and staff.
Integrating Information Literacy Instruction
At MSU, the University Libraries are considered an
academic college. In the past, we have provided one-shot
instruction sessions and a three-credit information literacy
course. In 2014, the librarians developed an Information
Studies minor to complement any major on campus. This minor
is about understanding information—how it is created, how it
has evolved, and how it is used in the world today (Ireland,
2015).
As part of the QEP, departments were asked to identify
existing courses where experiential learning projects could be
incorporated or to create new courses that focused on them. Our
initial thought was to incorporate an internship for students
within the Information Studies minor. Upon closer review,
several courses in the minor could build in service learning:
•

INF 101 - Research in the Information Age - preparing
visual resources using an annotated bibliography to
share on campus.

•

INF 310 - Medical Information for Practitioners and
Consumers - producing brochures or leading
presentations for the local senior center or public
library on health resources.

•

INF 340 - Children’s and Young Adult Literature and
Storytelling - preparing and implementing a story time
or book talk to a school, library or youth center.

In Spring 2015, one librarian decided to pilot a service
learning assignment into the minor’s core course, INF 101. This
University Studies elective is intended to educate students
about “Social and Self-Awareness and Responsible Citizenship
- Ethics, Social Responsibility and Civic Engagement.”
University Studies courses are designed to provide “students
with a broad-based, liberal arts and sciences foundation for their
academic specialty” (Murray State University, 2015). This
particular section has content structured around the theme
“Digital Footprints,” and the end result of the assignment was
to produce a visual object (a brochure, infographic poster, or
slideshow) that would inform the campus community about
various aspects of digital citizenship. This assignment was
comprised of evaluating resources and producing an annotated
bibliography related to their topic and a visual object. The
visual products were presented to the Head of Public Services
at Waterfield Library. And, following a discussion on
copyright, the students were given the opportunity to license the
visual to the library for reproduction and distribution.
Providing Outreach to the Campus Community
The University Libraries operate with a library liaison
structure, where specific librarians provide instruction and
research assistance to particular programs and majors. The
inception of the QEP has library faculty working to find ways
to provide their areas with instructional / research support for
students embarking on experiential projects. To do this
effectively, it is important to consider what information will be
available to students outside the university setting.
The course that reaches the most students on campus
is MSU’s basic composition course (ENG 105). In some
sections, the liaison librarian for English has experimented with
bypassing database searching altogether in her information
literacy instruction. Instead, the librarian focuses the instruction
on evaluating information from Google. The reasoning lies in
the purpose of the course: to teach writing and improve
communication for multiple purposes. By using Google, the
librarian was teaching students to re-learn a familiar resource in
a way that could lead them to better sources that would serve
them beyond their college careers.
In some upper-level classes within the College of
Business, one librarian has worked with faculty to discuss
information strategies for graduating seniors. In Strategic
Management, the capstone course for management majors, the
librarian discussed how to identify and access popular business
periodicals, how to leverage Google News and social media to
follow business news, and how to take advantage of alumni
access to Business Source Complete after graduation. In the
Communication Research course and the Advanced Public
Relations course, the instructors have asked the librarian to
discuss advanced Google search strategies relevant to their
disciplines and the information services that a public library or
academic library can provide once students depart campus.
In order to persuade faculty that students will have
different information needs once they leave the academic
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environment, one librarian made several faculty development
presentations during 2014-15. The content was based on a
presentation given by librarian Megan R. Stark and discussed
“Information in the Real World: Building a bridge between
academic and professional information needs” (Stark, 2014). It
also drew on studies about workplace information literacy from
Project Information Literacy (Head, 2012) and the Association
of American Colleges and Universities (Hart Research
Associates, 2015).

WHERE WE WILL GO FROM HERE
Murray State University technically does not begin the
QEP term that includes experiential learning until Fall 2015.
The work that the library faculty have done to this point is
setting the groundwork for where they can take the role of the
University Libraries over the initiative’s five-year duration.
One possible step would be adding service learning and
capstone courses to the existing library instruction scaffold that
exists within each discipline. This would include the
formulating of an “elevator speech” that the librarians could
pitch to faculty and instructors of experiential learning courses
that would highlight the information literacy needs within those
courses. Another option is to request an official service learning
designation for at least one section of our INF 101 course, while
offering a separate INF 101 section as a study abroad
opportunity. The libraries also are exploring the conversion of
some student worker positions into an ambassador program.
These ambassadors would aid with marketing and promotions
as well as work at Waterfield Library’s Circulation and
Information desks. Depending on the students’ degree
programs, these positions might serve as paid internships.
Additionally, the hiring of a scholarly communication librarian
and implementation of an institutional repository during the
2015-16 academic year will allow the libraries to be more active
in and provide better services to undergraduate researchers.
Furthermore, the university has proposed a Center for
Experiential Learning that will house the offices of Service
Learning, Undergraduate Research and Scholarly Activity,
Study Abroad, and Internships. Waterfield Library’s central
location on campus and high foot traffic make it the commonly
mentioned and most desired location to house this center.
Finally, the library is actively working to identify places to
connect in its role as learning support, a third-party client or a
facilitator of experiential learning.
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